A t the conclusion of a yea r-long celebration of the centenary of occupational health nursing, both AAOHN and occupational health nurses must turn their attention toward a new century of promoting worker health.
As we look toward and plan for the future, we should consider some of the variables that will affect our professional practice. They include: the political and economic climate in the United States; the changing nature of the work force, the workplace, and the health-care delivery system; and the expertise and professionalism demonstrated by occupational health nurses.
While it is difficult to predict the state of the U.S. economy in the year 2000 and beyond, we do know that its base has been shifting from manufacturing to service and information, and that this shift is expected to continue. This change, along with continuing technological advances , will continue to affect the workplace in which occupational health nurses will practice.
The work force will also be different in the 21st century. Better health care, lower birth rates, and increasing entry of immigrants will bring employees with somewhat different health concerns to the occupational health nurse. Women and minorities will continue to join the work force in large numbers, while aging workers will remain in place longer. According to the Hudson Institute report (1987) " Workforce 2,000, " women , minorities, and immigrants will comprise % of the work force by the end of this century.
Health-care costs have risen significantl y in recent y e ars. The Department of Health and Human Services est imates that they will triple by the beginning of the 21st century and account for 15% of the Gross National Product, or, put in individual terms, will increase from $1,837 per person in 1986 to $5,551 per person by the year 2000.
The effect of these developments on the business community should be considerable. Corporations will continue to be an increasingly powerful force in designing more costeffective health benefits packages , therefore exerting significant influence on the health-care delivery system. Incorporation of technological advances in health care should lead to healthier workers and reduction of costs. Occupational health program s will increasingly deal with prevention of disease, and maintenance and promotion of health.
Finally, legislative and regulatory actions taken by the federal government will continue to impact our practice. Committees in both Houses of Congress are considering revision of the OSH Act, while the Department of Labor has begun a shift to generic standards, and has been placing increasing emphasis on health standards. AAOHN has , and continues to have, major involvement in these activities.
Occupational health professionals of th e future will be challenged to meet the total health needs of the working population and their families. We will have to become even better informed about the occupational environment and its hazards, so that sophisticated programs for the prevention of occupational disease and injury can be developed.
Occupational health nurses must be prepared to function as full and equal team members. We must serve as chan ge agents, worker advocates , management representative s, and independent health managers . We should be willing to be held accountable for moral, ethical, and professional decisions, and for developing effective occupational health programs that provide efficient health care. In the second century of our practice, we must lead the occupational health team past the millenium and into the 21st century.
